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Abstract
The problem of governance at all levels of the Nigerian polity has been a
recurring decimal in her political history. The Nigerian corpus of work on
local government reform started during the colonial era when governance at
the local level was the exclusive preserve of traditional rulers. In spite of
concerted efforts to reform the local government system with the principal aim
of putting it on a sound footing to respond to developmental needs of the
grassroots citizenry, its operations are still largely characterized by substantial
problem of revenue generation, planning, implementation of policies,
management of resources, utilization of manpower, corruption, autonomy,
intergovernmental conflict amongst others. This paper examines the issue of
non performance of local governments in Nigeria and their consequent
inability to meet the aspiration of the local populace. To stem the tide, the
various reforms of local the government system in Nigeria over the years
which have been largely structural are examined. This paper articulated a tenpoint re-engineering agenda for reform which integrates the structural and
process option. It is envisaged that the agenda for reform proposed in this
paper will not only ensure greater autonomy and invigoration of grassroots
democracy, but will also increase the degree to which: the local area is
economically viable to adequately finance local government; budget is used
effectively as an instrument of management and development; state
government capacitates the local authorities to function efficiently and
effectively; administrative processes rationally serve the interests of various
local groups universally; local planning, linked with state/national planning
process is adopted and materialized; and skillful strategies are evolved and
used to serve areas of differing propensities universally.

Key words: Third Tier of Government, Re-engineering, Agenda, Reform, Nigeria.

International Journal of Research Development

The need to enhance local government performance continues to be the prime
consideration for reform in many developing countries around the world. It is evident
from available literature on decentralisation that, while there are a number of benefits in
decentralising, there are also difficulties in devolving genuine responsibility, authority
and accountability to local governments. The good governance agenda, with its
emphasis on decentralisation and prominence given to local government has resulted in
a number of quite diverse outcomes and experiences (Blair 2000). The difficulties faced
by incipient local authorities reflect the limits of approaches to governance that have
been adopted without adaptation in the quest to meet best practices (Kunzmann, 2005).
There is therefore the need to better appreciate the dynamics that may support or
impede anticipated change (Batterbury and Fernando 2006; and Prinsen and Tetica
2008).
Local government reform is a recurrent decimal in both developed countries
and less developed countries. By and large, three main policy instruments have been
used in the reform process. Firstly, state governments have sought to improve the
operating efficiency of local authorities by amending their Local Government Acts to
align local councils in the light changing circumstances. Secondly, state governments
have simultaneously sought to tighten control over local authorities by means of
prescriptive legislation. Lastly, and most importantly, state governments have tinkered
with the issue merger and fragmentation as a strategy to improve local government
efficiency. Innovations are inherent part of any dynamic system. Reforms that bring
about positive improvements in the existing institutional arrangements are necessary
from time to time. The whole essence of carrying out reforms may be defeated and may
turn out to be retrogressive if the pros and cons are not properly articulated and
digested. Situations where changes are made in the existing system only to revert to the
status quo are very disturbing. In this paper, an attempt is made to examine the
performance of local government in Nigeria and the attended reform efforts over the
years to enhance service delivery without much success. A ten-point agenda of reforms
is articulated to put the local governmrnt system in Nigeria on a sound footing.
Overview of Performance of Local Government in Nigeria
The performance of local governments in Nigeria has been largely below
expectation. The Political Bureau (1987:120) in its report admitted this when it averred
that despite the strategic importance of local government to the national development
process, its contribution has been minimal. This is in spite of enormous resources that
have been committed to ensuring that it contributes significantly to the national
development process (Oyediran 2001:202-208).
On scanning the core areas of the working of local governments in Nigeria,
what appears obvious is that, they are still far from being in a position to fulfill their
role expectations. The third tier of government in Nigeria is still characterised by low
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revenue generation ability, inability to provide adequate services and amenities both in
quantitative and qualitative terms, tendency to prepare ambitious budgets, inability to
avail themselves of the benefits of development planning and to live up to the
expectations of their clientele. For the citizenry at large, especially the illiterate and
rural communities, that form the bulk of the population of the local governments, there
is a great deal of frustration arising from their poor performance in the country over the
years (Ola & Tonwe 2005). This situation is not peculiar to Nigeria alone. Similar
scenario is witnessed in other developing countries. The Nigerian case however
provides us facts which when analysed provide us pathological clues to the maladies
afflicting local governments in most less developed countries.
A basic constraint for the proper functioning of local governments is the underdeveloped nature of the localities. There seems to be a reciprocal cause and effect
relationship between the degree of economic development and the degree of efficacy of
local government. The more stagnant and economically poor a locality is, fewer are the
resources that can be taxed to generate revenue (Riggs, 1964; Bane and Ellwood,
1986). Bleak income results in fiscal anaemia which in turn is one of the causes for
general debility of local governments. The problem of limited resources has
encouraged the politics of scarcity in which dominant groups/elites manipulate and
divert funds to nurse their constituency with political motives. This results in
unbalanced development. Unequal distribution of benefits creates hostilities envy and
frustration which make it difficult to achieve harmony between heterogeneous elements
of the locality. Such features of the government at the local level are antipathetic to
national integration which is intensely desired by resurgent nations but remains a pious
wish due to harsh internal realities.
External factors that have stultified the performance of the third tier of the
government in the country emanate from the macro level. The State Governments with
their advantageous position, superior status and more qualified manpower pool have
exhibited a tendency to eclipse local governments in modernization activities like
community mobilization for development (Ola & Tonwe 2009). Equally important, is
the fact that despite recognition of local governments as junior partners in the national
development process, the higher levels of government have not made serious efforts to
draw them into the main-stream of national development. This is substantiated by the
fact that with the exception of the period between 1949 and 1968, and the effort made
during the 1970-74 development plan in the case of the defunct Bendel State, no
sincere efforts have been made to tap the benefits of planning development from below
(Orewa & Adewumi 1983). The lapse appears strange because local bodies had
acquainted themselves well as agencies for planning at the local level (especially during
the period between 1949 and 1968). It is true that the performance was not uniform in
all regions. The degree of success differed from region to region and also between
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affluent and poor areas. The varying responses to planning should not be interpreted as
incapabilities. They need to be viewed as varying propensities rooted in the differing
developmental potentialities of the localities. It should not lead to the abandonment of
development planning at the local level; rather it underlines the need to evolve strategy
which may offer differential package of incentives for areas endowed with positive,
moderate and negative propensities for development.
Within the local governments, there has been corruption, fraud and
mismanagement of funds by local government functionaries over the years in Nigeria.
Services provided by local governments have been both quantitatively and qualitatively
inadequate to quench the growing thirst of the citizenry from their local government
councils. The disposition of the local populace has been largely that of apathy. While
these developments are no doubt unpalatable, it must be emphasized that they are not
only a reflection of the happenings at the higher levels of government, but have also
been largely dictated by their shortsighted and selfish actions. Corruption, which is the
bane of the country, is perpetuated more at the higher levels of government than at the
local level. While national pride may make us rise in defense of Nigeria, it is
instructive to note that Transparency International report rated Nigeria as the second
most corrupt country in the world with specific reference to the presidency as the nerve
centre of corruption in 2001 (Corruption Perception Index, 2001). In 2011, it ranked the
143rd out of 176 of least corrupt countries in the corruption perception index
(Corruption Perception Index, 2011).
Interestingly, local governments in Nigeria have demonstrated remarkable
resilience in subserving the goals of the changing political systems. During the Indirect
Rule era, the maintenance of law and order as well as collection of taxes which were
the primary interest of the Colonial Government was effectively subserved by the
native authorities at the local level in the country. From 1945 onwards to 1960 when
consciousness and demands for independence was on rising tide, local governments had
responded effectively to the British design to use them as agencies of development.
Then the British Colonial Administrators were concerned about demonstrating to the
Nigerian people that they were interested in the development of the country. After
1976 nation-wide local government reform and the subsequent conduct of elections to
the Local Government Councils, a number of councils made a good start in propping up
the quantity and quality of services and mobilizing the people for self-help projects.
This good beginning by some councils, which would have served as a sources of
inspiration to others could not be consolidated because of the high handed manner in
which the higher levels of government handled the affairs of the third tier of
government. The intermittent conduct of local government elections over the years
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have hindered the enthusiasm of local government councils to prove their mettle as
prime centres of social and economic development in the country.
While local governments in Nigeria cannot be credited with spectacular
achievements, the grassroots citizenry would have been more isolated and their
condition worse without this level of government. Shaped and influenced by the
interplay of the various determinants and constraints, local governments in Nigeria
have been trying to grapple with the problem of meeting the ever growing expectations
of the citizenry without much success. This situation can be attributed to four reasons.
These are fiscal anaemia and general debility caused by economically underdeveloped
local base; parallel working and non-cooperative attitudes of state field agencies
eclipsing the efforts of some local government in activities; unbalanced and unequitable
development process due to manipulation and diversion of funds by local elites to nurse
their constituencies with political motives; and absence of grassroots planning despite a
good response record of local bodies during the period between 1949 and 1968.
Local governments in the country are distinguished by their poor management,
appalling services, poor public image, and have only served the interests of the
unscrupulous few who have taken advantage of the state affairs to siphon public funds
without accountability (Concord, 1983:2). There is also the tendency to think that
local governments in the country are loosing their responsibilities and respectability
because the local government actors are parochial in their approach to issues. What is
not in doubt is the fact that local governments are not performing near optimum level.
Local Government Reform Efforts in Nigeria
Since the 1890s when local government was introduced, the country in its
rudimentary form with traditional rulers at the helms of affairs of native authorities, the
system had faced challenges which necessitated one form of reform or the other. The
native authorities established between the 1890s to the 1930s where mainly empowered
to maintain law and order. While traditional rulers could easily be identified to run
native authorities because of the agglomerated nature of the society, there was
difficulty in identifying who these authorities in Southern Nigeria because of the
atomized nature of the society, particularly in the south-eastern part of the country. This
problem propelled the first reforms in the 1930s and the 1940s resulting in the
establishment of chief-in-council and chief-and-council in place of sole native
authorities. The Chief-in-Council arrangement gives the chief the power to act as he
deems fit and inform the Governor of the region when he is unable to secure the
majority opinion of the council. In the Chief-and-Council, the chief has no power to act
against the majority opinion of the council. Other interests such as British trade and
commerc, missionary work, etc. were accommodated by appointment into the native
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authorities. The closed system of appointment of nominated members by the colonial
government deprived nationalists from being appointed to serve on the councils. The
agitations that followed necessited further reforms of the native authority system.
In 1948 the demands began in the Eastern House of Assembly and a committee
was set up for the purpose of looking into the possibilities of reform of local
government. Members of the committee went round most of the towns in the Eastern
provinces and finally resolved on a democratic local government system and this was
partially achieved. The Eastern Region Local Government Ordinance of 1950 was the
first of its type in Nigeria. It replaced the old Native Authority Ordinance and brought
into existence a local government in line with the British three-tier system and imitating
the British pattern even in name. The Western and Northern regions followed suit with
the passage of the Local Government Law of 1952 and the 1954 Native Authority Law
respectively. A significant development during this period was the granting of wide
range of functions to local governments in the areas of education, health, police,
judiciary etc as a broader arrangement to integrate them into the colonial government’s
Ten-year Welfare and Development Plan (1946-1956).
The significant thing about this round of reforms is not the depth which they
lacked or the sophistication to which they pretended, but the spirit in which they were
conceived and the irreversible trend which they set in motion in Nigerian local
government. The reforms of 1950-4 in the Eastern, Western and Northern provinces
brought to an end the era of local administration and ushered in the period of local
government Nigeria. The people’s representatives by and large directed local affairs
sat as council Chairmen, committee chairmen, etc. and related with the other levels of
government.
There was an enormous decline in the prestige and responsibilities of local
authorities arising from take-over of functions and imposition of various restrictions
from 1960 to 1966 by regional governments. In the former Western region, The Local
Government (Amendment) Law 1960 abolished the powers of local councils to levy
education and general rates on the basis of need in Western Region. This action
substantially reduced the revenue of the local councils in the region. Before the
outbreak of the civil war in 1967, the situation in the Eastern Region was similar to the
West. Steps were taken in Northern Region to make subtle changes in the structure of
the councils by increasing numbers of elected office holders of the local councils
during this period. With the advent of the military in the Nigerian political space and
the creation of a twelve state structure, some state governments introduced changes in
the structure of their councils some of which threatened their existence between 1969
and 1974.
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The threat to the detoriating state of the local government system under
military dictorship was arrested when the 1976 Reforms was embarked upon by the
then Federal Military Government in consultation with the state governments. The
Reform covered such areas as structure, functions, finance, role of traditional
authorities and state-local government relations. The Reform was particularly
phenomenal in making crystal clear what was required of local government and thus
tackling the problem of erosion of sphere, functions and responsibilities and many a
times suspension of local government institutions. (Ola, 1984:88). Equally important is
the fact that a national rather than regional/state approach was adopted towards
reforming local government in the country. Most significant is the fact that for the first
time in the history of local government reform in Nigeria, the 1976 reforms clearly
conceptualized local government as the third tier of government defined functions and
responsibilities and a uniform sructure was adopted for the whole country. Provision
was made for statutory grants from federal and state governments to local governments
in the country. The 1976 reform, provided for 75 percent of members of the council to
be elected through the secret ballot on a no-party basis under the direct and indirect
system of election while 25 percent are to be nominated by the State government. As a
follow-up to the 1976 reform, five percent of federally collected revenue was allocated
to local governments in the country by the Federal Government in 1977. These
developments corroborate the objectives Government 1976 Reform which was
essentially motivated by the necessity to stabilize and rationalize Government at the
local level.
The efforts that led to the 1976 local government reform and the drafting of the
1979 constitution started about the same time in the country. Interestinly, the objectives
of the 1976 reform were debated by the constitution drafting committee and the
Constituent Assembly in 1978. The outcome is that the 1979 constitution reaffirmed
local government as the third their of government to be operated on democratic lines
(vide Section 7) and as partners in the national development processs vide Section 7,
subsection 3 which states that it shall be the duty of a local government council within
the State to participate in economic planning and development of the area referred to in
subsection (2) of this section and to this end an economic planning board shall be
established by a law enacted by the House of assembly of the State.
During the Second Republic (1979-1983), the constitutional provisions that
guaranteed a system of local government by decratically local government councils
were undermined and no elections were held and the use of appointed sole
administrators resurfaced. Between 1983 and 1984, the Mohammadu Buhari military
regime continued with the practice. Under Babangida regime (1984-1992) steps were
taken to ensure local government autonomy. The Ministry of Local Government which
was becoming overbearing on local government was abolished; executive and
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legislative arms were established in local councils; statutory allocations to local
governments were paid directly to them as against the practice of passing through State
government to checkmate the tendency of some state governments to divert Federal
government’s allocation to local governments; and local government statutory
allocation was increased from 15 percent to 20 percent with effect from 1992.
As a precausory step to the enthronement of the fourth republic, local
government election was held on the 5th day of December, 1998 for three year tenure as
provided for in the Basic Constitutional and Transitional Provisions Decree No. 36 of
1998. The effort to make the tenure of local government co-terminous with that of state
and federal government did not yield the desired result as the legislation by the
National Assembly extending the tenure of local government office holders was
declared null and void by the Supreme Court. On June 18, 2003, the President of the
Federal Republic of Nigeria set up a ten-man Technical committee on the Review of
the Structure of Local government Councils in Nigeria under the Chairmanship of
Umaru Sanda Ndayako (Etsu Nupe). The terms of reference showed that this
committee was given a broad mandate to overhaul the local government system in what
way it deemed appropriate. Ironically, the reasons given for setting up the committee
which include the non-performance or gross under-performance of the local
governments; the high cost of governments and near prohibitive costs of electioneering
campaigns to individual political contestants in Nigeria are not unique to local
government. These problems exist at the other two levels of government in higher
proportion. There was no white paper on the report of this committee.
One recurring problem of the local government system in Nigeria is the
intermittent conduct of local government elections under one pretext or the other. As at
July 2012, 25 states in Nigeria yet to conduct local government elections some of
which have been due for several years (Vanguard 2012). This has seriously destroyed
the very fabric of the local government system in Nigeria. The 1999 Constitution
provision for concurrent participation in matters relating to local government elections
is also problematic. While the National Assembly has the power to make laws with
respect to the registration of voters and the procedure regulating elections to a local
government council, the State Houses of Assembly has the powers to make laws with
respect to election to a local government council. The inability of federal and state
authorities to cooperate in carrying out constitutional responsibility has created near
moribund local governments in the country.
Overcoming the Problems: An Agenda for Reform
In the light of the multifarious handicaps and the resultant unimpressive
performance of the third tier of government in Nigeria, it is obvious that, if the third tier
of government is to acquire effective performance capabilities to enable it to play its
8

Towards Re-engineering the Third Tier of Government in Nigeria - Daniel Adetoritse
Tonwe, Ph.D

role in the social, economic, and political development of the country, a re-engineering
of the present set-up is inevitable. Reform efforts over the years have not been able to
put local government on a sound footing to perform the onerous task of acting as prime
centres for social, economic and political development in the country. A
comprehensive, integrated and innovative agenda for reform that will make government
at the grassroots blossom again in Nigeria to subserve the developmental aspirations of
the citizenry contemplated on the following lines are now chronicled.
1.

Consolidation of the Emergent Tripartite Political Arrangement
For the Local Governments to effectively respond to the needs of the grassroots
citizenry, the emergent tripartite political arrangement would have to be consolidated.
This would have to be done from the constitutional stand point and should be based on
a cooperative model. The writing of Local Government into the Nigerian Constitution
as the third tier of government was in itself a novel development and perhaps a
revolutionary one too. This was intended to remove government at the local level from
the exclusive ambit of State Governments and to give them a place in the federal set-up
as a matter of right. The throttling of the third tier of government as elucidated in this
work partly calls for more detailed constitutional backing to ensure that the task of
putting the third tier of government on a sound footing in Nigeria’s modernizing federal
polity is achieved. In addition to a clear and unequivocal recognition of local
government as the third tier of government, their powers and functions should be
unambiguously clear and the conditions under which the higher levels of government
can interfere in the affairs of local governments should be clearly provided for in the
constitution. The combined effect of these provisions would strengthen the third tier of
government, as they would restrain the ruling elites at the state level from throttling a
level of government which is a creation of the constitution. Thus strengthened,
governments at the local level would be in a position to effectively function as centres
for transmission of proper incentives, beliefs and norms which would give sustenance
to and mobilize support for the polity as a whole in its modernization efforts.
The conduct of elections at the local level should not only be constitutionally
mandatory, but should precede the conduct of elections at the state and federal levels.
This provision would ensure the permanent democratic character of the third tier of
government during civilian administration. This would create the opportunity for
consistent and uninterrupted participation of the citizenry in the decision making
process at the local level. As such participation increases and become sustained, the
subjectivity of the citizenry to authorities as well as their particularistic and ascriptive
orientations would diminish. This development would get the society nearer to the goal
of becoming an equalitarian and egalitarian one. This is a key element of political
development syndrome.
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The development of the spirit of cooperation amongst the three levels of
government is required to make the formal constitutional innovations just highlighted,
meaningful and effective. Administrative cooperation and political interdependence
amongst the three levels of government would need to be gradually evolved to become
a permanent characteristic feature of the emergent federal arrangement. For the
achievement of this, the following steps are crucial:
a.

Holding of periodic conferences of Federal-State-Local Government
administrative officials to discuss common problems and to reduce conflicts and
grievances among the three levels of government. Such conferences should be
followed, each time, with the meeting of the political bosses to ratify the
decisions of the administrative officials. Such regular contacts are likely to lead
to tolerance and compromise which would in turn lead to greater understanding
and harmony amongst the three levels of government. Further, a sense of being
active participants in the discussion of system issues and policy-making is likely
to boost the morale and ego of the administrative and political leaders at the local
level, and making them more committed federalists as against localists.

b.

The Chairmen of the Local Government Councils should form Association of
Local Government Chairmen at the State level and with a federated apex body.
This would create a forum for discussing their common problems and adopting a
common approach to the resolution of such problems.

2.

Creatively Responding to Grassroots Activism
The Nigerian society is one that is characterized by cleavages, inter-ethnic and
inter-communal conflicts and rivalries. The effects of these conflicts, more often than
not lead to tumultuous political consequences. To effectively tackle this problem, it is
pertinent that the third tier of government should improvise means for analysing the
issues that are politicized, mobilize influence and use it to diffuse the situation, adopt
tactics to cope with the conflicts and use strategies to overwhelm the disgruntled and
divisive elements. A strong Public Relations Department can be helpful in informing
and educating the citizenry about the plans and programmes of the government. This
can further be reinforced by encouraging and activising a network of local
organizations, voluntary associations and citizens fora to serve as channels of
communication between the government and the citizenry and vice versa.
3.

Tapping the Potentialities of Traditional Authorities with Caution
The fact that the institutions of traditional authority still enjoy popular support
in the country calls for caution in handling matters relating to the future of the
institution. If the institution is jettisoned in haste, it would create unwarranted chaos
arising from conflict of traditional and modern democratic interests. At this
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modernizing stage, effort should be directed towards tapping the potent resources
through the acceptance and legitimacy of traditional authorities. This can take the
shape of using them effectively in the task of citizen mobilization and acceptance of
local government policies and programmes, establishing of information emanating from
the local governments to the citizenry and from the citizenry to the local governments.
4.

Reshaping the Personnel System
The present personnel system which caters for the manpower needs of the
various local governments creates a pool of better talented persons, roots out
parochialism in recruitment practices, opens-up manifold channels of promotion and
obviate the possibilities of bureaucracy becoming entrenched and creating citadels of
vested interests. For these reasons, retaining the state-wide local government personnel
system is strongly recommended. However the following innovations are necessary to
remove the inherent lacunas to ensure that it subserves the interests of local
governments:
(i)

Like the Federal and State Public Service Commissions, the Local Government
Service Commission should be backed by appropriate constitutional provisions to
ensure that they are not used by the State Governments to the detriment of the
third tier of government

(ii)

Local government should have disciplinary authority over their staff, except
power of dismissal, termination of appointment and demotion. In these respects,
the local governments should consult the Commission and where there is no
consensus, between the two, the disciplinary action should be dropped.

(iii) Secondment of officers from the State Civil Service to local governments should
serve as a device for passing on better methods and techniques in various fields
to local government officials.
5.

Re-orienting the Tactical Thrust towards Development at the Grassroots
To bring about worthwhile improvement in the economic life of the local
people and to influence, for the better their social way of life, it is pertinent that the
third tier of government in the country are made an integral part of the machinery
managing the development process. They are best suited to bring about reconciliation
of technological revolution and participatory democracy.
The development administration under the aegis of local government may be
conceived to be decentralized and tempered by democracy. In this regard, it may be
postulated that democracy, decentralisation and development are not only
interdependent and inter-related, but also mutually reinforcing. Democracy essentially
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stands for sovereignty of the people, which can be meaningful reality only if
decentralisation materializes at the local level. The more there is decentralisation, the
more are the chances for operationalizing people’s sovereignty through popular
activism in political and decision-making processes. At the same time, democracy in
its decentralized form brings about meaningful development as it gives more
opportunity to the people to articulate their interests and implement programmes
according to their felt needs. On the other hand, development which involves the
participating of the people reflects their will and desire and thus invigorates democracy
and the need to decentralize power.
6.

Resurrecting and Redesigning the Planning Processes
Development planning at the third tier of government, has not only been
unrelated to state and national plans, but has also unceremoniously fizzled out in the
country. There is an urgent need to resurrect and redesign the processes involved to
avail of the benefits of development planning. Against the background of
administrative imperatives of planned development and the political compulsions of
grassroots democracy, it is pertinent to intermesh the processes of planning from above
and planning from below. This would involve setting of the parameters of the
development plans at the macro level and filling in of the details of the plans by the
governments at the local level. Before filling in the details of the plan, each Local
Government should carry out an extensive clientele consultation that will involve every
community within their jurisdiction and ensure that the multifarious interests are taken
care of.
7.

Balancing the Functions and Finances of the Third Tier of Government
The dilemma of local governments in many developing countries is that their
avenues of resources are inadequate in relation to the responsibilities entrusted on them.
This emerges from the resources distribution pattern whereby the more elastic taxes and
lucrative functions are allocated to the Central and Regional or State Governments
while the less elastic taxes and lucrative functions are allotted to the Local
Governments. There is thus absence of correlation between the functions the three
levels of government are required to perform and distribution of available resources.
To ensure that there is a fair relation between the functions being performed by the
third tier of government and their share of available resource in the country, there is an
urgent need for the Revenue Mobilisation and Fiscal Commission to examine in detail
the financial implications of the functions being performed by the three levels of
government and determine the percentage of national and state revenue that should
accrue to local governments. In future, the transfer of functions from the state
governments to the third tier of government should be preceeded by the setting up of a
committee which would make a detailed estimate of funds that should accompany such
transfer before it is implemented.
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8.

Inerrogating the Issue of Local Autonomy and the Question of External
Control
Absolute autonomy for Local Government is utopian just as total absence of
external control over local government is a myth. While conceeding that intervention
by State Governments under certain circumstances would have to be accommodated by
the local governments, the whole process of intervention must follow the provisions
stipulated in the constitution. In invoking the power of intervention, the State
Governments must be self critical, recognizing that each of the three tiers of
government has its assigned functions with spelt out sources of revenue for achieving
them, and above all, that the good of the common man is the goal of all levels of
government. Thus, the third tier of government should be made to appreciate the utility
of external control and the state governments should learn to respect local autonomy.
9.

Digesting the Consoidation/Fragmentation Strategy
A largely unsettled issue in the realm of local government theory is the
question of what may be regarded as the convenient size for a local government unit.
Impressive arguments have been advanced by local government scholars in favour and
against having small and large local government units. Which ever stand one takes, the
fundamental need is to sustain a viable system of democracy, secure efficiency in the
provisions of services and ensure that local government units participate actively in the
national development process. Some scholars argue that fairly large local government
units tend to be congenial to the attainment of these goals. Perhaps largely for this
reason, the preference for larger local government units is fast becoming a global trend.
Countries like Japan, Yugoslavia, the Phillippines and the Scandinavian countries
among others have reduced the number of their local government units through
mergers. In a number of other countries there is the consciousness of the need for
bigger local government entities. Some leading scholars of local government dismiss
the efficacy of amalgamation or merger on the grounds that ‘the efficient delivery of
municipal services does not require large local government units and thatall the
empirical evidence suggests that bigger is not better when it comes to local
government’ ((Sancton, 2000; Allan, 2003: 80). In consonance with this line of
thought, there has been frantic effort by state governments to increase the number of
local government units in Nigeria. This effort has been stalled because of the role of the
National Assembly in the process of creating new local governments. The argument
always put forward for creating more local government units is that it will bring the
third tier of government closer to the people. While this may appear to be a good
reason for creating new local government units, effort should be made to ascertain how
viable a local government unit has been before attempting to create another local
government out of it. A situation where creation of local government units not based
on the influence top public functionaries and other influential persons in society are
able to exert on the government of the day is avoided. If anything, an area should be
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given a local government status when its inhabitants have worked so hard to make the
area economically viable. The creation of local government unit from an existing one
should be dictated by the positive developments in the area and should serve as a kind
of reward to the inhabitants of the area for their hard work and not as a matter of
political favour. As a result of the poor financial state of the localities in Nigeria as is
the case in many developing countries, fairly large local government units appear more
pragmatic.
10.

Adopting Process Change Option
The agenda of reform proposed above are largely structural. Structural change
is needed to vivify local government in Nigeria. There is however the need to explore
the process change option to complement and solidify the structural agenda already
articulated. Structural change essentially involves a reorganisation of the machinery of
local government; whereas process change refers to modification in the methods
employed by local government entities (Dollery, Crase & Johnson, 2006:453). While
the focus of structural change is on modifying the number, size and type, powers, etc of
local entities, process change is concerned with the transformation in the methods used
by local councils. It is an internal review mechanism especially as it relates to the
services provided by the local government entity. In the internal evaluation of its
operations, the major objectives of a service review of a local government entity may
include: assessing the financial sustainability of local governments against measures of
financial sustainability in local government; identifying service levels and standards
that best met the needs and expectations of the community; being ‘socially and
environmentally responsible’ in its service provision; being perceived as ‘a leading
local government entity in achieving exceptional results and setting benchmarks in
local government; producing an efficient and effective organisation that is outcome
driven; maximising opportunities to increase revenue, including entrepreneurial
activities; exploring strategic partnerships, shared services and alliances with other
councils, government bodies and private enterprise amongst others (Dollery, Walker &
Bell, 2011).
Process change is attractive and useful for two major reasons. It is not a topdown externally imposed method of transforming the operation of a local council. It is a
process designed to incorporate the bottom-up collaboration of council employees in
the reinvigoration of the workings of a local council. The success of transformation
depends substantially on accurate knowledge of the operation of a local council, in
which council staff have a clear understanding of a decided comparative advantage
over external state government policy makers, as well as the enthusiastic cooperation of
employees. In this context, it is obvious that the process change can have significant
strengths to complement and consolidate structural change. The issue of cost and
irreversabibility also weigh in favour of the process solution. It must be admitted that it
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very difficult to measure the long-term cost of either structural change or process
change in multifaceted organisations, like local councils, which provide a broad range
of services. Even so, it is evident that the costs involved in structural change are
characteristically far greater than those linked with process change. Structural change is
very difficult to reverse whereas process change found to be defective is comparatively
easy and cheap to unknot (Dollery, Walker & Bell, 2011).
Conclusion
In the absence of requisite reforms, local government marked by simplicity,
rigidity, disunity and subordination tend to lead to political decay. Reformed on the
suggested lines in this paper, it will be marked by adaptability, coherence,
sophistication, autonomy and shall be able to promote participational variables of polity
i.e. political mobilization, integration and representation. It is a widely accepted fact
that the potentiality of effective local government for widening the representation
opportunity and for mobilization of the masses for national goals is unmatched.
The third tier of government in a reformed state is also supposed to catalyze the
political modernization process by increasing the operation variables for the polity and
encouraging the key elements of political modernization identified by Pye (1962); and
Huntington (1986) as equality, capacity and differentiation. Equality symbolizes greater
sensitivity to egalitarian and universalistic principles on the part of the citizenry, which
shedding its subjectivity to authorities, become active participants in shaping political
decisions. It reflects the extent to which members of the polity have a chance to shape
policies and share the benefits of their implementation. In contrast with the underdeveloped stage lacking creative and participatory support, the developed political
system exhibits greater capacity to control controversies, cope with popular demands
and manage public affairs indicating improved governmental performance (Matthew
and Shah, 2005). It reflects the ability of the system to adopt collectively authorized
goals and to implement them. Differentiation indicates greater structural differentiation,
functional specificity and greater integration of all participating institutions and
organisations in the polity. Thus, for the task of modernization and development to be
less burdensome and problematic, local government must form the bedrock of the
entire process activating the key elements of political modernization.
Despite some undesirable tendencies, a democratic local government is always
preferable to local government sans democracy due to its congeniality for political
modernization. While structural measure may be adopted to prevent undesirabilities
from creeping into the system, concerted effort must be put into modifying the methods
employed by local government entities embodied by the process change. The measures
must aim at ensuring greater autonomy and invigoration of grassroots democracy.
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It is envisaged that the ten-point agenda for reform proposed in this paper will
not only ensure greater autonomy and invigoration of grassroots democracy at the third
tier of government in Nigeria, but will also increase the degree to which: the local area
is economically viable to adequately finance local government; budget is used
effectively as an instrument of management and development; state government
capacitates the local authorities to function efficiently; administrative processes
rationally serve the interests of various local groups universally; local planning, linked
with state/national planning process is adopted and materialized; and skillful strategies
are evolved and used to serve areas of differing propensities universally.
Recommendations for Implementation of the Reform Agenda
For a developing country like Nigeria, where poverty is pervasive and the
indices of human well being and security including life expectancy, food security,
safety and security, rank poorly, a vibrant third tier of government is of paramount
necessity. In the course of achieving developmental goals, the local government system
in Nigeria as elsewhere will continue to face challenges which will necessitate reform.
In embarking on any reform the goal should be to equip local governments with the
ability to provide public and social goods, which are crucial to human security and the
overall well being of society. It is imperative for all political office holders to
familiarize themselves in the first instance with the detailed provisions of the
constitution and all legal provisions as it relates to the third tier of government.
Accordingly, the service delivery activities of all levels of government should be
conceived and carried out in a complementary fashion to ensure good governance and
its attendant benefits to the citizenry.
The ten-point agenda for local government reform articulated in this paper
should be implemented in the context of the whole-of-government approach. This
approach requires that all public institutions work across portfolio boundaries to
achieve shared goals and adopt an integrated government response to issues (Gilley,
2006). Consequently, the strategy of harnessing and intermeshing development ideas
from above and from below should be institutionalized to ensure that:
1.
There is a sense of belonging and collective ownership of the state by both local
and macro political elites;
2.
The local citizenry are able exercise freedom of expression and to participate in
electing their government functionaries;
3.
There is sustained confidence of the local people in the stability of the local
government system that is free from violence;
4.
There is a system of public awareness that encourages the local citizenry to
demand accountability from their elected or appointed representatives;
5.
Public power is exercised for public good as against selfish interest; and
6.
Local politics does not result in the capture of the locality by local elites.
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